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This study used a questionnaire to determine 
the reasons students gave for enrolling in the 
course for Bachelor of Applied Science in Physio-
therapy at the South Australian InstiMeof 
Technology. and the sources of information stu-
dents had received about the profession. 
The most common reason given was that stu~ 
dents feltthe work would be interesting. satis-
fying and worthwhile; job availability and secu-
rity, and a desire to help others also rated 
highly. Very few students had enrolled on the 
advice of parents, teachers or career guidance 
counsellors, although almost one-third had 
spoken to a counsellor. 
Working conditions were more importantto the 
male students. while female students gave 
slightly more import to the desire to work with 
others. 
The age ofthe students had little effect on their 
reasons for entering the course. 
It is possible that some students did not have a 
full appreciation of the work (If physiother-
apists, northeirworking conditions. Such a lack 
of knowledge may lead to students withdraw-
ing from the course when they are enlightened. 
[Scutter S: Why do students enrol in the physio-
therapy course? Australian Journal of Physio-
therapy 36: 23-28. 1990] 
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Why do students enrol in 
the physiotherapy course? 
A study of students at SAlT 
hy do students select the course 
in which they enrol? There may 
be any number of reasons why· 
students enrol in a particular course -
it could be that they understand and 
are interested in the occupation 
awaiting them at the end of the course. 
This may be the ideal situation, but it 
is probably not the reason why all 
students enter a particular course of 
study. 
Another reason for entering a course 
could be that the choice is a popular 
one - if students can gain entry toa 
cOurse requiring a high entry score 
then they automatically gain prestige. 
Students may enter a profession 
because they are advised to do so by 
their parents, teachers or school 
counsellors, or because they know 
someone already in the profession. 
Future remuneration and job security 
are other possible motivators. 
It should be remembered that stu-
dents do not always gain admission to 
the course of their first choke and may 
end up enrolling in courses which are 
their second or third preferences. 
Student attrition is an ongoing 
problem for institutions of higher 
education, and it is possible that the 
reasons for which students enter 
courses will be related to their persis-
tence within a course. 
A student who is dedicated to enter-
ing a particular profession may be 
more likely to persist in the course 
despite difficulties encountered. 
It may be hypothesised that students 
are more likely to withdraw from a 
course if they have chosen it for 
reasons other than an informed inter-
est in entering the profession. 
De Rome and Wieneke (1982) 
investigated the relationship between 
ill~advised enrolment decisions, poor 
motivation and subsequent withdrawal. 
They found that a significant number 
of students entering the University of 
New South Wales in 1980 were not 
committed to their courses, and that 
these students, along with those who 
were not enrolled in the course of their 
first choice, were more likely to 
withdraw. 
The author has noted upon inter-
viewing withdrawing students that one 
of the most common reasons for 
withdrawing is that students have 
realised that they do not want to be 
physiotherapists. 
The aim of this study was to deter-
mine the reasons why students enrolled 
in the Bachelor of Applied Science in 
Physiotherapy at the South Australian 
Institute of Technology in 1988. 
Attrition from the first year of this 
course is currendy 8 to 10 per cent:; 
which is not high compared to other 
courses, but is a significant number in a 
course which attracted 706 applications 
for a quota of 65 places in 1988. 
With so many disappointed applic-
ants, a "waste" of six to seven first-year 
positions per year deserves attention, 
especially considering the fact that, for 
the past decade, there has been a 
shortage of physiotherapists in South 
Australia (Grant 1985) and Victoria 
(Working Party on Labour Market 
Research into Allied Health Profes-
sionals 1987). 
There is no shortage of applicants for 
positions in the physiotherapy course, 
but to avoid wastage it is important 
that students who are encouraged to 
apply for the course, and those who are 
~ 
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accepted, are those who are likely to 
complete the course. 
By finding out the reasons which 
students have for undertaking the 
course, it can be seen whether more 
information needs to be given to 
students before they enrol. 
For example, if students cite good pay 
rates for physiotherapists as a reason 
for entering the course, some may be 
disappointed when they become aware 
that they could earn more after doing a 
different, though similar length, course 
(e.g. computer science). If this is to be 
the case, it would be better if students 
were cognisant of aspects of the 
profession before they enrol. 
Thus, it is envisaged that the current 
study will provide preliminary inform-
ation about the reasons students have 
for enrolling and the sources of advice 
they have received. Further investig-
ations into the accuracy of students' 
perceptions of the profession will be 
based on the results of this study. 
The sources from which students 
. gain information about the profession 
may influence their perception about 
it. A student who gains information 
solely from a private practitioner 
whom they have visited as a patient is 
likely to have a less complete under-
standing of the profession than one 
who has had a period of work experi-
ence in a large hospital. Thus, this 
study requested from students details 
of the sources of information they had 
obtained about the physiotherapy 
course and profession. 
Carr (1981) compared the character-
istics of undergraduate physiotherapy 
students in 1965-66 and 1975-77. In 
both cohorts, the main reasons given 
for entering the course were that it was 
seen to be interesting and worthwhile, 
provided an opportunity to help people 
and would provide secure employment. 
The reasons least influential were 
suggestions from parents and teachers 
and lack of admission to course of first 
choice. 
The 1970s group put more emphasis 
on factors related to employment 
conditions, while the 1960s group 
thought the opportunity to travel was 
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quite illlportant. Male students in both 
cohorts put more emphasis on pay, 
status and job security. More males 
than females were not in the course of 
their first choice. The current study 
will investigate whether the reasons 
students cite for choosingphysiother-
apy have changed since the mid 1970s. 
Brown and Hayden (1982,1983) 
investigated the characteristics of 
students entering Lincoln Institute of 
Health Sciences in 1982, and again in 
1983. Students in South Australia in 
1988 mayor may not have·sill1ilar 
reasons for enrolling in the Bachelor of 
Applied Science as did their counter-
parts at Lincoln Institute; this study 
will highlight such similarities or 
differences. 
Method 
A questionnaire was administered to 
all first-year students currently en-
rolled in the Bachelor of Applied 
Science in Physiotherapy at the South 
Australian Institute of Technology in 
1988 (Appendix) .. 
Details of age, gender and the reasons 
which motivated them to apply for 
entry to the course were requested. 
Students were also asked about sources 
from which they had received inform--
ation about physiotherapy as a prof-
ession. . 
Results and 
discussion 
Some 66 students responded to the 
questionnaire from a total of 69 
students enrolled. Sixty-four of the stu-
dents were undertaking full-time study. 
All students responding to the ques-
tionnaire were attempting first year for 
the first time. 
Response to the questionnaire was 
good, with all students answering all 
questions. 
Age 
The age distribution of students is 
indicated in Table 1. 
It can be seen that most of the 
students (49, or 74 per cent) were aged 
19 or under. Distribution ofages in 
this first year cohort was similar to that 
found by Carr (1981), but was older 
than that found by Brown and Hayden 
(1983), where only 6.9 per cent of 
students were aged 26 and oVer. 
Gender 
Some 38 (58 per ceni) of the 
respondents were female and 28 (42 
percent) were male. The percentage of 
males has increased since 1975 -77, 
when only 15 per cent of students were 
male (Carr 1981), and is also higher 
than that found by Brown and Hayden 
(1983), where 35 percent were male. 
The age distribution in the current 
salllple Was sill1ilar for males and 
females. 
Reasons for enrolling in 
physiotherapy 
Table 2 shows the illlportance of 
various factors influencing course 
choice by students. 
In the "Other reasons, please specify" 
part of question 3, only a few students 
responded. One student stated that a 
prime reason for entering the course 
was that helshe wanted to prove to 
hilJ1Iherself that helshecould achieve 
enough points. Another stated that hel 
she "couldn't think of anything else to 
do". No student had entered the 
course because of redundancy from 
previous employment. 
The reasons given most weight by 
students in having had an influence on 
their course selection were that the 
work would be satisfying and worth-
while and that it would be interesting. 
Only one student indicated that the 
factor of interest in the work had no 
effect upon choice. This is similar to 
the findings of Brown and Hayden at 
Lincoln Institute who found that 
interest in the area of study was of 
importance to 98.9 per cent of stu-
dents. 
"Whether work is interesting or not, 
and whether it is satisfying and worth-
while are matters of personal choice, so 
it is not possible to say whether stu-
dents will find the work fulfilling when 
they start the course. 
Westbrook and Nordholm (1979), in 
a survey of Physiotherapy students 
completing their training at Cumber-
land College, found that, for these 
students, one of the most important 
aspects of their work was the chance to 
do something worthwhile. However, in 
a subsequent study of the same group 
18 months after the completion of 
their training, some of the physiother-
apists were found to experience depriv-
ation regarding their opportunity to do 
work they felt was worthwhile. 
As this is an area which students 
indicate as being important to them, it 
is necessary for them to be aware 
before enrolment of the work they will 
be doing. 
Job security and a desire to help 
others rated next most importantly. 
Surprising to the author is the fact that 
job security was not of greater import-
ance to the older students than to the 
younger students (Chi-square = 10.02, 
p= 0.61). . 
It seems that, with unemployment 
statistics as they are, schoolleavers are 
taking the prospects of future job 
security into account in their choice of 
study. Job availability was rated quite 
highly in course selection criteria, but 
again was not different for different 
aged students. There are plenty of jobs 
available, sO students will not be 
disappointed in this regard. 
The head of the School of Physio-
therapy at the South Australian Instit-
ute of Technology states that all 
students have generally been employed 
within it month of graduation unless 
they choose to take a holiday. Over 50 
per cent of Students have secured 
employment before they undertake 
their final examinations (Grant 1988, 
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lablel. 
The importanc:e of factors in course choice 
IMPORTANCE 
Interest 
Well paid job 
Opp. for advance 
Status 
Job availability 
Job secUrity 
Opp. to be own boss 
Satisfying, worthwhile 
Good working conditions 
Always wanted to 
Opp. for travel 
Wanted to help people 
Parent suggested it 
Teacher suggested it 
Counsellor suggested it 
Didn't want longer course 
Not first choice 
Redundancy from previous 
employment 
1 = no influence 
2 = a little 
3 = qnite a lot 
4 = a great deal 
S = don't know 
personal communication) . Job security 
is also good, with permanence of 
position after the first year of work in 
hospitals. 
F emaIes and males gave similar 
reasons for choosing the physiotherapy 
course, but females gave rather more 
weight to the desire to work with 
people (Chi...,square = 7.1,p =0.071). 
These findings support the work of 
Powell (1962) who found that girls had 
a greater desire to help people. How-
ever, the other findings of Powell 
(1962), that males put more emphasis 
on job security and the interest of the 
work itself, were not supported by the 
current study, as no significant differ~ 
ences were found between males and 
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females with respect to the importance 
of job security or interest. 
Good working conditions were not a 
very important factor in choice - only 
16 students gave it a rating of "a great 
deal" of influence. On looking more 
closely, it was found that males gave 
this factor more import than females 
(Chi-square = 9.17,p= 0.056). 
Students' expectations are likely to be 
fulfilled in this regard: workingcondi~ 
tions for physiotherapists are generally 
accepted as being good. There is little 
out-of-hours work required unless 
desired by individual therapists. There 
are also ample opportunities for part~ 
timework. 
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Of course, private practitioners are 
able to choose their own working 
conditions . 
The belief that physiotherapy is a 
well-paid job had quite a strong 
influence on choice, with 34 responses 
in the "quite a lot" of influence categ-
ory. A Chi-square analysis showed that 
the importance of pay varied between 
the youngest and other age groups 
(Chi-square = 1O.8,p = 0.025). 
For the youngest group, "quite a lot" 
was the most common response, 
whereas the older groups were almost 
equally divided between "a little" and 
"a great deal" of influence. In contrast 
to the findings of Carr (1981) and 
Brown and Hayden (1983) that males 
put more emphasis on remuneration 
than females, in this study males and 
females were influenced equally by pay 
prospects. 
"Whether remuneration is good or 
not depends on the perspective of the 
individual. In the current study, the 
level of remuneration was not of great 
importance to students, but students 
awareness of actual pay scales was not 
investigated. 
Advice from others had little effect 
on the students' choices, with 51, 59 
and 58 students stating no influence 
from parents, teachers and counsellors 
respectively. Carr (1981) also found 
that parents had little influence on 
course selection by physiotherapy 
students. This is in contrast to the 
findings of Poole (1983) ~d Mills 
(1980) that the major influencing 
factor on students' career choice was 
their parents. 
However Poole's (1983) study was on 
14-year-olds, whereas students enter-
ing the physiotherapy COurse were at 
least 17 years old. As students become 
older, it is likely that they have more 
ideas of their own about their futures. 
An explanation for the findings of 
Mills's study in 1980 may he that 
students entering university without a 
definite career plan drift into their 
parents' professions for lack of other 
inspiration, whereas students entering 
physiotherapy believe they have found 
an interesting and worthwhile career. 
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Another factor which may be in-
volved is that students who do not 
enter the coUrse of their first prefer-
ence may have no other specific career 
choices and so are more influenced by 
their parents. 
For six students, physiotherapy was 
not the course of their first choice. Of 
these six, five were male, supporting 
Carr's (1981) finding that males were 
less frequently in the course of their 
first preference. It would be interesting 
to see the effect of this upon attrition 
rates of male and female students. 
Physiotherapy has traditionally been 
a female-dominated profession. 
Strange (1983) looked at the issues 
which students consider important in 
choosing a non-traditional career path. 
It was found that among males in 
female-oriented majors, less import-
ance was assigned to material values 
and job opportunities as career choice 
considerations than was traditional in 
male students. Female-dominated 
professions were chosen for the service 
rendered, to others and the interpers-
onal contac:t:these factors were impor-
tap.tto hoth males and females choos-
ing these professions. . 
Westbrooket al (1979) compared 15 
males commencing courses in health 
sciences at Cumberland College to 30 
males who had just enrolled in the 
UniversityofWollongong in more 
traditional male areas, and to the 
female health science students. They 
found that the male students Were 
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older than the females, and suggested 
that this would make their career 
choices more mature and thoughtful. 
The career ilspirations of the male 
health science students were higher 
than the females, with the male univer-
sity students in between. 
Currently, 42 per cent of first-year 
students are male - a great increase 
since the 1960s when only 8 per cent 
of students were male (Carr 1981). 
The reason for the increasing number 
of males maybe the increasing involve-
1nentof the profession in the treatment 
of sporting injuries and other high-
profile areas. 
Strange (1983) found that males 
entering a female-dominated occup-
ationassign less value to material gain 
and job opportunities than other 
males. In the current studies, males in 
physiotherapy were not compared to 
other males, but it is interesting to 
note that there were no differences in 
impomnce ofremuneration and 
opportunities for advancement be-
tween males and females enrolled in 
physiotherapy. 
SOlJrces of information about 
profession 
Many students had received inform-
ation about the physiotherapy course 
from several different sources. Nine 
students (all in the 17-19 year age 
group) had received no information at 
all about the profession. The frequency 
of USe of sources of information are 
listed in TaMe 3. 
The total is greater than the number 
of students as some had received 
information from more than one 
source (Table 4). 
Students were asked to describe any 
sources other than those suggested 
from which they had received inform-
ation. Only a few did so. Three stu-
dents said they had heard about the 
course from students currentlyen-
rolled. 
Nine students indicated that they had 
notteceived information about the 
profession Jromany source. One 
wonders what motivated these students 
to enrol in physiotherapy, and what 
their persistence will be. 
Misconceptions which enrolling 
students may have about the physio-
therapy profession are likely to be 
corrected when the course is started. 
Students who are then unhappy with 
the prospect of their future career are 
more likely to withdraw (de Rome and 
Wieneke 1982). 
Thus, finding Out if students have 
misconceptions or no understanding of 
the career when they enrol for the 
course may provide an explanation for 
attrition and a way of reducing it, by 
ensuring that students are adequately 
informed before they enrol. 
The current study shows that career 
guidance counsellors gave information 
to only 19 of the total 1988oohort of 
66. Career guidance counsellors conld 
be expected to have infortnationabout 
career structure, pay scales and job 
availability, as well as the actual kind of 
work performed by physiotherapists. 
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Thus, it would be of benefit for more 
students to discuss their course choice 
with a counsellor. 
It was interesting to note that the 
most collUilon source of information 
was from relatives or friends who are 
physiotherapists. 
Nearly 50 per cent of students 
received information from this source 
However, in their responses to ques-
tion 3, only 14 students stated that 
their parents had any influence at all 
on their choice of a profession. 
The current study does notallow for 
a distinction to be drawn between the 
influences of parents and of friends, so 
the reason for this difference will 
remain unclear. 
The next most common sourCe of 
information was from visits to physio-
therapists by students as patients. 
Some 29 students had gained inform-
ation in this way. As most students had 
probably attended a private ortho-
paedic or sports physiotherapist, it is 
not likely that they gained a broad 
perspective of the profession in this 
way. These are also better paid and 
more "glamorous" aspects of the 
profession and observing them may 
have led to misconceptions about 
remuneration and working conditions. 
There were no significant differences 
in the ways that males and female 
students learned about the profession 
(Chi-square = 4.5, p>O.I). The older 
students had not received information 
about the profession from schools, but 
apart from this difference, they had 
used the Same sources, in the Same 
way, as younger students. 
Conclusion 
The reasons given most frequently as 
having influenced the decision to enrol 
in the course for Bachelor of Applied 
Science in Physiotherapy were that the 
work would be interesting, satisfYing 
and worthwhile. 
Job security, availability and a desire 
to help others were also important to 
many students. Male and female 
students gave essentially the same 
reasons for enrolling, although work-
ing conditions were slightly more 
important to the males and a desire to 
work with people more important to 
the female students. 
The age of the student had little 
effect on the reasons given for enro~ 
ling, although future remuneration was 
slightly more important to the young-
est group of students. 
Most students had received inform-
ation about physiotherapy from friends 
or relatives who were physiotherapists, 
or had undertaken work experience in 
a physiotherapy practice or depart-
ment. Almost half of the students had 
received information about the profes-
sion from physiotherapists they had 
visited as patients, which wonld not be 
expected to give them a broad apprec-
iation of the profession. . 
It may be that a reason why students 
withdraw from their studies in the 
physiotherapy course is that they have 
misconceptions about what their future 
profession will involve, and are disap-
pointed when they are enlightened. 
The reasons given by students for 
enrolling indicate that most of them 
have a reasonably good idea of where 
the course will lead them, but the nine 
students who claimed to have received 
no information about the course from 
any source may find they are not doing 
what they thought they wonld be. 
The current study has elucidated the 
reasons why students enrolled in the 
physiotherapy course in South Aust-
ralia. There have been some changes 
since Carr's (1981) study and there are 
some differences from the findings of 
Brown and Hayden in 1982 and 1983. 
As the findings of these two previous 
studies were quite similar, it could be 
expected that the differences were;: due 
to timing, not to state of origin. 
Further research in this area is 
warranted to find out what enrolling 
students really know about the physio-
therapy profession and to determine if 
their reasons for enrolling are based on 
fact. 
As "interest in the work" was found 
to be an important motivating factor, it 
shonld be established whether students 
are aware of the different areas of 
speciality in the profession which they 
will be expected to study as under-
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graduates. 
Similar questions could relate to their 
knowledge ·of pay rates and working 
conditioIls. 
It is also necessary to have a formal-
ised way of recordingstudents'reasons 
for withdrawing from the course. 
When specific areas about which 
students have a lack of information are 
identified, pre-enrolment orientation 
and education programs can be estab-
lished. 
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